



Public Image and Private Self in Rousseau and Browning

We know that Robert Browning’s library was well stocked with the works of Jean-Jacques Rousseau. It contained an edition of Rousseau’s Dictionnaire de Musique, his epistolary novel Julie ou la Nouvelle Héloïse, and the 1772 edition of the complete works (which did not comprise the autobiographic texts, published posthumously).​[1]​ Yet there are surprisingly few references to this seminal author in Browning’s works.​[2]​ When he is mentioned, it is as the author of the philosophical discourses rather than the autobiographic texts, which had such a far-reaching influence on Romantic literature. Browning, the poet of impersonal poetry, does not choose an explicit confrontation with the pioneer of self-expressive writing, but instead singles out Rousseau’s follower Byron as the representative of everything he dislikes about that tradition.​[3]​ I want to argue that this is only one of the ways in which Browning engages with the author of the Confessions and that, despite the absence of explicit references to the latter’s autobiographic writings, Browning did use Rousseau’s confessional aesthetics as a point of reference when defining his own poetics. 

There is evidence to show that the young Browning was already at least familiar with Rousseau’s Confessions. In a letter from the Brownings’ courtship correspondence, Elizabeth Barrett describes Browning’s rival for her affections, her would-be suitor the Reverend George Barrett Hunter, in the following terms: 

Think of a sort of dumb Rousseau –, with the Confessions in him, pining evermore to get out!​[4]​

In making this remark, Elizabeth Barrett was obviously confident that Browning knew the work. There is some textual evidence too that Browning knew the Confessions. In the only two references by name which we find in Browning’s writings, Rousseau is implicitly conceptualised as the author of the Confessions. At the age of twenty-three, Browning contributed an article, which was a rhetorical exercise on the subject of debt, to The Trifler, an amateur magazine edited by some of his friends. Although referring to Rousseau as the author of the Contrat Social, he calls him ‘the impassioned Jean Jacques’.​[5]​ This epithet is more likely to be inspired by the autobiographic writings or the Nouvelle Héloïse than the discourses. Forty-three years later, in 1878, the ‘citoyen de Genève’ is mentioned in La Saisiaz, which is spoken in propria persona on the shore of Lake Geneva. Browning voices his frustration that famous authors like Rousseau, Voltaire, Byron and Gibbon use their popularity and eloquence to impose their pessimistic world view on the public, a possibility the unpopular optimist Browning does not have. Significantly, although Browning refers again in this instance to the Rousseau of the philosophical discourses, there is an allusion with negative connotations to the Confessions when he recounts his visit to the dilapidated village of Bossey (549-54), the setting of some childhood scenes in Rousseau’s autobiography.​[6]​ Rousseau is presented here in conjunction with the confessional Byron, and the passage abounds with intertextual references to the second half of Canto III of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage (stanzas lxviii ff.), also spoken on the shore of Lake Geneva.​[7]​ 

Among many other subversive appropriations of Byron’s poem, Browning reverses Byron’s positive imagery of fire in relation to Rousseau and his portrayal of the latter as a prophetic ‘Pythian’. In Childe Harold, Rousseau is a ‘Pythian’ from whose cave came ‘Those oracles which set the world in flame, / Nor ceased to burn till kingdoms were no more’ (lxxxi), whereas in Browning’s La Saisiaz he becomes a ‘fiery flying serpent’ (554), a flitting and spitting ‘aspic’ (583) reminiscent of Satan in Eden, and a ‘python’ (584) coiling around a tree. In Childe Harold, Rousseau is ‘all fire’ (lxxvi), his words are ‘like sunbeams, dazzling as they past / The eyes’ (lxxvii), his love is ‘as a tree / On fire by lightning; with ethereal flame / Kindled he was, and blasted’ (lxxviii) as he writes ‘his burning page’ (lxxviii). Browning conflates these and Byron’s description of a sublime nightly thunderstorm over the lake into the grotesque symbolic scenario of himself brandishing the torch of fame, as ‘phosphoric sea’ (xciii) becomes ‘phosphoric fame’ (557). Byron’s text is further distorted, since a function of the violent thunderstorm in Childe Harold is to highlight the eulogy to the concept of love in La Nouvelle Héloïse. La Saisiaz never mentions this aspect of Rousseau, which is so central for Byron, and exclusively associates the destructive storm with the cultural pessimism in the Discours sur l’inégalité.

This outspoken censure by the older Browning of Rousseau’s cultural pessimism and the implicit condemnation of his aesthetics of self-expression contrast sharply with Browning’s first published work, Pauline of 1833. The poem’s subtitle, A Fragment of a Confession, together with its Swiss setting and a long note in French by the speaker’s addressee Pauline, suggest strongly that the text was inspired by the Confessions.​[8]​ After Pauline and his next work, Paracelsus, which both already dramatise and thereby distance the hero’s egotism from their author, Browning effected a radical turn away from the Romantic confessionalism pioneered by Rousseau. On the whole, he scrupulously avoided disclosing his private self and opinions in his work or paratextual discourse. Yet he found himself faced with a predicament very similar to that of Rousseau: his public image did not coincide with the way in which he saw himself. Surprisingly, although his aesthetics and self-image were now diametrically opposed to Rousseau’s, Browning devised strategies of responding to his critics that bear intriguing resemblances to a text by Rousseau: the Dialogues Rousseau juge de Jean-Jacques. There is no evidence that Browning read this particular text, so I do not want to argue a direct influence.​[9]​ I am interested in the comparison because of the tension between a similarity in method and the radical difference in aesthetics by which the texts of both authors are driven. 

Between 1772 and 1776, when Rousseau wrote these dialogues, he was suffering from a condition close to paranoia. He was convinced that he had become the victim of a conspiracy by his former friends and that this was the reason why the public hated him. In the Confessions, he had denounced these friends for being disloyal to him, and he was now even more certain that they were trying to discredit his character in order to prevent their unfavourable portraits in the Confessions from becoming public. Since the autobiographic narrative of the Confessions had so demonstrably failed to impose on the public his self-image of a weak and flawed, yet basically virtuous and excruciatingly honest Jean-Jacques, Rousseau now chose a different genre.​[10]​ 

The fictional dialogues juxtapose Rousseau’s public image, which is presented as a wicked construction by his enemies, and his own self-conceptualisation. The text is divided into three dialogues between the character ‘Rousseau’ and ‘a Frenchman’. The subject of their discussion is ‘Jean-Jacques’, the unjustly condemned author. Rousseau assumes the role of an objective judge of Jean-Jacques’ character, whom he will treat as an independent entity. He wants to arrive at a fair evaluation of Jean-Jacques through his dialogues with the Frenchman, who represents the mistaken view the public has of the author. 

In the first dialogue, the Frenchman evokes Jean-Jacques’ public image as a heartless misanthropist. As it turns out, the Frenchman has never read a single word by Jean-Jacques and relies wholly on common prejudice. Unlike him, Rousseau is familiar with Jean-Jacques’ writings, in which the author appears as a compassionate, sensitive lover of his fellow men. To resolve this contradiction, the interlocutors decide that Rousseau will go and see Jean-Jacques, while the Frenchman will go off and read his work. 

In the second and third dialogues, Rousseau reports on his visits to Jean-Jacques. Unsurprisingly, Jean-Jacques turns out to be a literary and musical genius as well as a perfectly good, docile, though slightly awkward, misunderstood philanthropist, who is forced into isolation by an evil conspiracy and his natural taste for reverie. In short, the man is like his work. Rousseau uncovers the ludicrous stratagems that Jean-Jacques’ enemies employ to ruin his reputation – a plot, he protests, driven by sheer ill-will. The third dialogue opens with the Frenchman’s report on his reading of Jean-Jacques’ work. He quotes several passages which denounce corruptions in society, and he defends misunderstood works by explaining the author’s intention. His conclusion is, of course, that Jean-Jacques is the ideal natural man whom his works posit as a model: in other words, here again, man and work are one. 

How convincing, and therefore how successful, is this text? At first sight, the form of the dialogue with its pretence of non-fictionality, which the French Enlightenment philosophers employed so often, seems to guarantee a certain measure of objectivity. It is nonetheless in the power of the author here to present his critics and their view of him exactly as he chooses. The Frenchman’s initial stance is easily dismantled, since he is so clearly indoctrinated by the conspiracy. He is won over to Jean-Jacques as soon as he has read him. Clumsily didactic this method may be – but it provides an obvious model to be imitated by the reader. 

It is more reprehensible, perhaps, that Rousseau breaks the fictional illusion of a real conversation through other devices. In the second and third dialogues, considerable space is given to quotations from Jean-Jacques himself. His subjective self-justifications take over when the voice of the external observer Rousseau might be more convincing. The same problem occurs on another level: the author again and again intervenes in footnotes, in which he gives what he considers evidence of persecutions and slander. Apparently not convinced that his fictional dialogues alone can persuade the reader, he has to add arguments on a more authoritative textual level. This urge to address himself directly to the reader in yet another persona can, of course, be attributed to his extreme state of anxiety. 

I think, though, that Rousseau’s failure to sustain the illusion of the fiction, and the general failure of the text fully to convince us of the supreme goodness and innocence of Jean-Jacques, are an ironic consequence of the concept of literature as self-expression pioneered by Rousseau himself. The equation of man and work is the central point of Rousseau’s autobiographic project. But it is paradoxically a thesis that is hard to sustain in Rousseau’s own particular case. For one thing, it is difficult to reconcile the moral convictions voiced in his work with the way he lived his life. To give just two prominent examples: how can a man who refuses the responsibility of bringing up his own offspring write a credible treatise on the education of children? And how can the author be a lover of mankind, if the man is unfit for human company? Ironically, Rousseau falls victim to his own aesthetics of l’homme, c’est l’œuvre. He is in reality not quite the man he would like to be, the philanthropic thinker of his works. So, in the first dialogue he tries to bridge this gap by deducing his private self from his virtuous writings. But his opponents base their reasoning on the opposite premise: they deny that these texts are virtuous, and therefore conclude the more easily that their author is evil. Or they do not bother to take the detour via the work but extract his real character straight from his life, as they wish to interpret it. 

The Frenchman asks how Rousseau alone can claim to know the real Jean-Jacques, when everyone else perceives him as being evil. In reply, Rousseau, who set out with the avowed ambition of being an objective judge, concedes that his evaluation of Jean-Jacques is not wholly governed by reason, but that he nevertheless feels it is right. Moreover, he explains that everyone except himself is affected by what he calls a ‘yellow fever of the mind’, a kind of natural laziness to think on their own, which makes them accept unquestioningly everything they are told about Jean-Jacques. Rousseau thus entangles himself more and more in his self-defence, because he cannot reconcile his various selves: his own view of himself and the way his critics see him, his view of his work and the critics’ view of it.

I now want to return to Browning to see how he comes to terms with the incompatibility between his public image and his own perception of himself. We will discover that the mature Browning avoids Rousseau’s awkward struggles precisely because he has overcome Rousseau’s aesthetics of self-expression and substituted them with his new poetics of a complete separation of author and text. Of course, Browning, who is simply unpopular, is in a much less precarious situation than the paranoid Rousseau. Moreover, it is not Browning’s whole personality but only his poetry that is under attack. But he shares Rousseau’s acute awareness of the influence his opponents have on the public’s perception of his identity. He largely chooses not to respond to his critics as other writers might have done, by means of prefaces or essays. Instead, he decides to shift the confrontation into the literary text of some of his few self-referential poems. Like Rousseau therefore, he responds to his critics by incorporating their fictional discourse within the text, a strategy which allows him to shape the reader’s perception of the critics and incite the reader to rethink his own aesthetic criteria. My contention is that Browning engages in a sophisticated play with the readers’ and the critics’ expectations, which he seems to fulfil at first sight but which he surreptitiously undermines. To demonstrate this, I propose to look at passages from a number of Browning’s poems which give his critics a voice through including comments on Browning’s reputation by his fictional characters. 

The Inn Album, published in 1875, opens on the scene of a character leafing through the visitors’ album of the inn at which he is staying. He comes upon the following quatrain by a former guest:

‘“If a fellow can dine On rumpsteaks and port wine,
He needs not despair Of dining well here-”’ (14-15)

On this he comments:

‘“Here!” I myself could find a better rhyme!
That bard’s a Browning; he neglects the form:
But ah, the sense, ye gods, the weighty sense!’ (16-18)

The speaker summarises the conception which the general public has of Browning in the 1870s. He juxtaposes the perennial condemnation of Browning’s rough versification in the quoted doggerel with its slant rhyme ‘despair’ – ‘here’ and the poet’s rising reputation as a philosopher. However, the passage is not just an ironic admission of Browning’s technical shortcomings; it also attenuates them, for the focus is less on Browning’s view of himself than on the critical presentation of the way in which the public perceives him. Browning the man quietly enjoyed his popularity and did not discourage his growing standing as a moral philosopher and religious thinker, which culminated in the foundation of the Browning Society in 1881. But Browning the poet uses irony in this passage to reveal the audience’s prejudices. The blatant triviality of the quatrain’s content is a humorous reproach to those of Browning’s admirers who want to read into his poetry a deeper philosophical meaning than it actually has, while being blind to his stylistic innovations.

The ironic portrayal of those who judge Browning is more pronounced in a scene in his early closet drama Pippa Passes of 1841. Here a group of students talk about an absent friend who is a poet and quite obviously an alter ego of the young author of Pauline. One of the students delivers a slighting critique of the young poet’s Romantic egotism:

The poet’s away – never having much meant to be here, moonstrike him! He was in love with himself, and had a fair prospect of thriving in his suit, when suddenly a woman fell in love with him too, and out of pure jealousy, he takes himself off to Trieste, immortal poem and all – whereto is this prophetical epitaph appended already, as Bluphocks assured me: – ‘The author on the author. Here so and so, the mammoth, lies, Fouled to death by butterflies.’ His own fault, the simpleton! Instead of cramp couplets, each like a knife in your entrails, he should write, says Bluphocks, both classically and intelligibly. – Aesculapius, an epic. Catalogue of the drugs: – Hebe’s plaister – One strip Cools your lip; Phoebus’ emulsion  – One bottle Clears your throttle; Mercury’s bolus – One box Cures…(I, 283-98)​[11]​

The speaker comments on both the content and form of Browning’s poetry. As far as the content is concerned, the poet who ‘was in love with himself’ is an acknowledgement of Browning’s Romantic egotism which is manifest in Pauline and Paracelsus (1835). We are reminded of John Stuart Mill’s censure of the author’s ‘morbid self-consciousness’ in a copy of Pauline which he annotated.​[12]​ The poet’s self-love is perhaps more precisely a response to Mill’s accusation that the ‘self-worshipping’ speaker of Pauline is unable to love others: ‘[H]e neither loves [Pauline] nor fancies he loves her yet insists upon talking love to her − if she existed and loved him, he treats her most ungenerously and unfeelingly’.​[13]​ Self-parody is surely intended, for by the time Browning writes this, he has already turned his back on his youthful Romantic ideals and can look back at them with ironic detachment. This cannot be said of the criticism of his obscure style, for which he was attacked throughout his career. The denigration of the poet’s ‘cramp couplets’ and the recommendation to write ‘both classically and intelligibly’ is in line with the reviewers’ critique of Sordello (1840), which was written in couplets. Walter Savage Landor’s comment on Sordello is indicative: ‘I only wish he would atticise a little’,​[14]​ meaning that Browning should imitate the Classical Greek authors. 

As in The Inn Album, Browning humorously acknowledges his own faults here, while also discrediting the speaker’s position. He ridicules the epic in neo-classical style that the student posits as a poetic model by turning it into mock-epic. The work which the student recommends, Aesculapius, an epic, is a mock heroic imitation of a Homeric catalogue with wordplay on the names of Greek divinities or their attributes: the ‘plaister’ of Hebe, the goddess of youth, is a kiss; the ‘emulsion’ of Phoebus Apollo, the god of poetry and eloquence, is wine; and mercury was a treatment for syphilis, the ‘pox’, the suppressed rhyme which would complete the phrase ‘One box Cures [the pox]’.​[15]​ Besides, the student’s rhymes are hardly an improvement on the ‘cramp couplets’ he dismisses so haughtily.

The student here does not voice his own judgement of the poet but reiterates the verdict of a certain Bluphocks. The name is a skit on the Edinburgh Review, which was bound in a cover of blue and fox. This makes the student a representative of the general public, a reader who uncritically adopts the reviewers’ opinion of the poet – just like Rousseau’s Frenchman in the first dialogue, when he acts as the mouthpiece of Rousseau’s opponents. Since Browning’s student is representative of the public, the passage compels the reader into an indirect self-observation. It thus fulfils a mirror function, making the audience aware of their aesthetic criteria and the reviewers’ manipulation of them. Browning himself disappears behind the mirror which he is holding up, so that he escapes our direct observation – just as his alter ego, the poet in Pippa Passes, is absent from the scene in which he is mentioned. The only view we get of him is mediated through the biased perspective of his critics, and the focus is in the end less on Browning’s supposed self-criticism than on his criticism of his critics. In comparison, Rousseau is so obsessed with presenting his real self as he sees it that he deploys a multiplicity of personas which eclipse at times the real criticism levelled by his opponents.

The problem with Browning’s sophisticated technique is that he relies entirely on the readers’ capacity to recognise themselves in the dramatic speakers and expects them to see that the focus is on the public’s false perception of his art. However, the readers who can follow this circuitous path are probably those who appreciate Browning anyway, whereas the ordinary reader will see these references to the author as little more than a humorous break in the fictional framework. That is, if he ever reads these poems and does not merely reiterate the reviews like the student in Pippa Passes.

In the collection Pacchiarotto and How He Worked in Distemper of 1876, his next publication after the Inn Album, Browning decides to take the opposite route. The collection contains five poems in which he speaks out in his own voice and addresses his critics directly, for the first time in forty-three years. By speaking in propria persona, Browning appears to give in to the critics’ and public’s taste for poetry as a medium for the poet’s self-expression. In fact, the poems do not offer any revelations about his private self; instead, the emphasis is again on the critics’ view of Browning, which he dismantles by appropriating and subverting their discourse and value system. To illustrate this, I want to consider the poem ‘At the “Mermaid”’, which will also take us back to Browning’s attitude towards Rousseau. 

The poem is ostensibly spoken by Shakespeare while drinking with his mates at the South Bank tavern ‘The Mermaid’; but anachronistic allusions to the Victorian literary scene suggest that Shakespeare is in fact only a thin disguise for Browning himself. The speaker replies to the request that he abandon his impersonal mode and express his self in his poetry, a change that will be rewarded with becoming the popular ‘Next Poet’ (Laureate?). The poems he is expected to compose are obviously Romantic melancholic revelations of his innermost thoughts and feelings in the manner of Byron’s popular Childe Harold, whose misanthropic praise of nature over humanity Browning parodies in some stanzas. The speaker contrasts this attitude with his own religious and philosophical optimism. He concludes that with his positive outlook on life and his unwillingness to bemoan his hard fate, he will never be popular: 

Ah, but so I shall not enter, 
Scroll in hand, the common heart – (129-30)​[16]​

These lines recall a famous passage in the opening of the Confessions, in which Rousseau envisions himself approaching God’s presence with his book: 

Que la trompette du jugement dernier sonne quand elle voudra; je viendrai ce livre à la main me présenter devant le souverain juge. Je dirai hautement: voila [sic] ce que j’ai fait, ce que j’ai pensé, ce que je fus.

[Let the trumpet of the final judgment sound when it will: I shall come with this book in hand to present myself before the sovereign judge. I shall say loudly: this is what I have done, what I have thought, what I have been.]​[17]​

Browning ironically replaces Rousseau’s divine judge with ‘the common heart’, implying that supposedly sincere confessional works are no private accounts to God or one’s conscience, as they often purport to be, but that they are written as a sort of narcissistic self-exposure proffered with the intention of gaining popularity with the common reader. In contrast, Browning’s speaker repeats three times in this short poem ‘Here’s my work’ to stress that he is solely to be judged by his writing, which does not bear any mark of his personality.

With ‘At the “Mermaid”’, Browning’s relationship with Rousseau as the self-expressive writer par excellence has come full circle. He starts off his career with Pauline, a poem partly inspired by the Confessions, but then abandons the confessional mode. Forty-three years later, in Pacchiarotto, he seemingly returns to Rousseau’s model by speaking in his own voice; but he only speaks out to confirm that he rejects self-expression. This time the allusion to the Confessions is an ironic one. The parody is a clear sign of the parodist’s transcendence of the parodied. 

Like Rousseau in his Dialogues, Browning splits his identity into his unknown private self and the public self of his poetry, but in contrast to Rousseau’s project, these two selves must not be unified into one homogeneous entity. Therefore, Browning can include his public image in his poems – as seen in Pippa Passes and the Inn Album –, but he can view it with ironic detachment. He does not feel Rousseau’s urge to replace this maligned public identity with a positive counter-image of himself. In two other poems in the Pacchiarotto volume, ‘House’ and ‘Shop’, Browning protests not even to care what image of his self the readers construct in their imagination, as long as they do not interfere with his privacy. We cannot determine precisely the extent to which Browning may have had in mind Rousseau’s choice of method in the Dialogues. But we can safely say that he consciously constructed Rousseau as a point of reference for his own attitude towards the Romantic aesthetics of self-expression. And while repudiating the whole outlook of Rousseau’s personalised aesthetics, Browning also hits upon a more efficient method than Rousseau’s for responding to his critics within the literary text. He does not speak through his poem to defend and justify himself in answer to his critics; rather, the poem becomes an ‘optic’ device through which Browning invites his readers to discover for themselves his criticism of their aesthetic criteria. 
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